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ENCOUNTER
As we approached the house we couldn’t possibly 
have expected our reaction when we finally saw it 
in person. Bright pink walls contrasting to a dark 
green awning projecting over the balcony’s arches, a 
black steel ornamental fence, and cement balusters 
painted black, made this house stand out over the 
rest. It was like visiting a landmark you’ve only seen 
through postcards, except, architecturally speaking, 
this is an ordinary house in the town of Isabela, 
Puerto Rico, designed by no particular architect, 
and by no means a landmark.
THE STANDARD VERNACULAR
Spanning from indigenous huts to early twentieth 
century Spanish Revival, the Puerto Rican vernacular 
is well overdue for a new style in its collection.  
Although most of our vernacular architecture has 
been recognized as such only after reaching a 
certain level of historic relevance, there are current 
trends that have not received such validation but 
might, just as well, find a spot amongst the rest 
within our architectural canon. 
Puerto Rican architecture scholars, such as architect 
Jorge Rigau, have focused on historic architecture 
as case studies for the vernacular architectures of 
Puerto Rico. The Old San Juan colonial townhouse, 
the Southern American bungalow house, the urban 
pinewood house, and the Spanish Revival suburban 
houses of the 1920s have all been subtly adapted to 
our local contexts. So far, our historic vernacular 
architecture has consisted mostly of adaptations of 
imported styles rather than an authentic product 
of our context. Although these are certainly part of 
our Puerto Rican collective memory, they fall short 
of being authentic reflections of local, domestic 
customs—those of ordinary people. Instead, they 
reflect the formalities of an elite that once was, but 
no longer resonates with present generations. Amid 
a crisis that has not only hurt economically, but 
has also accentuated old questions of Puerto Rican 
identity under colonialism, should we be in search 
of a more authentic architectural product? 
ROADTRIP
For three months, with two analog film cameras 
at hand, we drove through the Island in search of 
buildings we could photograph, document, study, 
and suggest as contemporary examples of a more 
accurate, authentic vernacular architecture. Colorful, 
cement houses with balconies saturated with arches, 
balusters, columns, and textures sit on the edge of so 
many roads around the Island. Their sheer ubiquity 
is certainly enough for them to become part of our 
architectural menagerie but there might be more 
to them than just garnishing our roads with color. 
While in some ways reminiscent of postmodernist 
architecture, this current style we call Pop Vernacular 
carries its own set of rules. It is a register of our 
cultural customs and local tendencies. This style 
reflects a collective aesthetic developed by our 
common preconceptions of architecture and also 
responds architecturally to our domestic rituals and 
lifestyles. Houses elevated over stilts allow for garage 
space or a messy workshop but, most importantly, 
the occasional, large family gatherings under the 
house. The common flat, concrete roofs also facilitate 
settling new units on top of the original house in 
case of family expansion. Meanwhile, the lavishly 
decorated and visible exterior stairs and balconies 
allow for a vertical circulation that is independent 
from each unit. 
We were able to observe a complete process of this 
domestic architecture, from laying the foundations 
of the house, to the joyful process of shopping for 
the pieces of one’s façade and the making of each 
particular element. An artisan explained to us, as 
we observed and photographed his workshop in the 
town of Toa Baja, how certain religious symbolisms 
are incorporated into the design of some of his 
concrete ornamental pieces. While observing his 
making process he would call each and every cast by 
its name, which would correlate to its appearance. 
The rosario baluster’s appearance resembles an 
actual Catholic rosary, which accounts for why it’s his 
most requested model amongst religious clients. 
Along the many routes traveled, we came across 
different attitudes owners had towards their own 
homes. Some people invited us over to enthusi-
astically share stories about their houses; while 
others were happily surprised to find out we were 
interested in photographing their “ugly house”. 
Could we highlight the value around this style 
in a way that their owners and all Puerto Ricans, 
alike, feel a sense of pride and identity over this 
architecture?wOur photographic essay recognizes 
this architectural style in a tone of exaltation and 
admiration for its banality. 
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Comerío, PR. All photographs taken in 2018.
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San Juan (Caimito), PR.
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Toa Baja, PR.
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Cidra, PR.
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On the left: Bayamón, PR. 
On the right: Carolina, PR. 
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Both: Guaynabo, PR. 
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Both: Bayamón, PR. 
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Left: Carolina, PR. 
Right: Bayamón, PR. 
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San Juan (Caimito), PR. 
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Carolian, PR. 
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Left: Guaynabo, PR. 
Right: Caguas, PR. 
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Guaynabo, PR.
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Toa Baja, PR. 
124
Right: Comerío, PR.
Left: Isabela, PR.
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Left: Caguas, PR. 
RIght: Quebradillas, PR. 
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